
“Checkmate on the Northern Front”
The Deployment of Task Force 1-63 Armor
In Support of Operation Iraqi Freedom
by Major Brian Maddox

Strategic Chess Match

Chess is a game of strategy where an in-
direct approach is often more valuable 
than overt strength. A skilled player de-
liberately maneuvers to eliminate his op-
ponent’s options and then, at the right 
time, boldly moves toward the objective 
— checkmate. During March and April 
2003, coalition and U.S. military plan-
ners crafted a strategy for Northern Iraq 
worthy of a gifted chess master. At stake 
in this “game” was the defeat of Iraqi 
forces north of Kirkuk and coalition con-
trol of the critically important Kir kuk oil 
fields.

Diplomatic differences with a new ly 
elected Tur kish govern ment prevented the 
planned de ploy ment of a large coalition 
force to open a second “Northern 
Front” in Iraq. Military plan-
ners turned to a different 
option that relied more 
on finesse and 
flexibility to 
accomplish 

stated objectives. This strategy involved 
a di verse group of forces and organiza-
tions that included national intelligence 
agencies, con ventional U.S. Army and Air 
Force units, Special Operations Forces, 
and Kurd ish Pesh Merga fighters. One of 
the conventional units involved in this 
campaign in Northern Iraq was the 1st 
Battalion, 63d (1-63) Armor, 3d Brigade, 
1st Infantry Division, Vilseck, Germany.

The air deployment of Task Force (TF) 
1-63 Armor to Iraq in April 2003 played an 
essential role in the success of the North-
ern Front. TF 1-63 Armor’s deployment 
demonstrated that the United States could 
project a viable heavy armor force any-
where in the world. The mere presence 
of U.S. armor in Northern Iraq weakened 

the resolve of defending Iraqi 
forces in the region and con-

tributed to their rapid 
collapse north 

of Kir kuk. 
This 

article out lines TF 1-63 Armor’s unique 
organization, briefly describes the unit’s 
actions in Northern Iraq, and provides 
lessons learned from this historic de-
ployment.

Background and Organization 
of the Immediate Ready Task Force

TF 1-63 Armor deployed to Northern 
Iraq as the U.S. Army Europe (USAR-
EUR) Immediate Ready Task Force 
(IRTF). The IRTF is a unique organiza-
tion with an unusual organizational struc-
ture. Born in the wake of Task Force 
Hawk, the USAREUR IRTF was designed 
and equipped to accomplish a wide range 
off short-notice missions. In 1998, USAR-
EUR identified the requirement for an 
armor force capable of deploying rapid-
ly anywhere in the European Command 
(EU COM) area of operations (AOR). Ori-
ginally designed around a mechanized in-
fantry or armor company team, the IRTF 
has since expanded to a battalion task 
force consisting of a medium ready com-
pany (MRC), a heavy ready company 

(HRC), and five force enhancement 
mod ules (FEM). The MRC con-

sists of a com pany headquar-
ters element and two 

mech anized infan-
try platoons 
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equipped with M113A3s and 
four dismounted infantry squads. 
The HRC consists of one M1A1 
Abrams platoon and one M2 
Bradley pla toon with two dis-
mounted infantry squads. An ad-
ditional M1A1 or M2 serves as 
the HRC commander’s vehicle.1

 In addition to the HRC and the 
MRC, five supporting FEMs pro-
vide the IRTF commander with 
the force multipliers need ed to 
accomplish various missions. For 
example, the com mand and con-
trol FEM consists of two modi-
fied M997 am bu lances equipped 
with an array of communications 
and computer equipment. These 
vehicles provide the IRTF com-
mander a high ly mobile tactical 
operations center (TOC) capable of plan-
ning and tracking armor operations. The 
four remain ing FEMs consisting of com-
bat ser  vice support assets, engineers, mil-
itary police, and scouts complete the IRTF’s 
organization. Each FEM is air de ploy-
able and capable of supporting task force-
level operations or, with proper support, 
lim ited independent operations.

The IRTF was not originally designed 
to deploy or operate independently. The 
IRTF was created to provide a light infan-
try organization with a viable ar mor capa-
bility. In the EUCOM AOR, units serv-
ing as the IRTF often trained with the 
173d Airborne Brigade based in Vicen-
za, Italy. This brigade provides a lethal, 
high ly mo bile infantry force, but lacks a 
heavy armor punch. The IRTF is designed 
to provide that armor punch. A series of 
suc cessful training exercises con ducted at 
the Combat Maneuver Train ing Center, 
Hohenfels, Germany, and training deploy-
ments to Hungary and Po land in which 
various IRTF units trained with the 173d 
Brigade, cemented a successful working 
relationship in a training environment. In 
Northern Iraq, TF 1-63 Armor and the 
173d Brigade validated this relationship 
during combat op erations.

Bashur Landing and 
Operations in Northern Iraq
Early morning 8 April 2003, the first 

M1A1 Abrams tank drove off the back 
ramp of an Air Force C-17 at Bashur Air 
Field in Northern Iraq. This was the first 
time an M1A1 had air landed in support 
of a combat operation. The task force op-
erations officer arrived on the ground with 
the first M1A1 and began to coordinate 
the arrival of the rest of the task force.
The task force commander’s plan was 

to first deploy the HRC’s tank platoon, an 
M88 recovery vehicle, and small com-
mand and control elements to quickly get 
an organized force on the ground capa-
ble of conducting and sustaining combat 
operations. By 10 April, the situation in 
the vicinity of Kirkuk began to change 

rapidly. Kurdish Pesh Merga 
fighters continued to press their 
attacks against Iraqi forces de-
fending north of the city.

The 173d Brigade commander 
believed the time was ripe for a 
concerted move on Irbil. The 
task force commander arrived at 
Bashur at approximately 0300 
hours on the morning of 10 April 
and immediately received a ver-
bal warning order to be ready 
to move south in three hours. 
At that time, TF 1-63 Armor had 
five M1A1 tanks and two M2 
Bradleys on the ground at Ba-
shur. No recovery or mainte-
nance assets had yet arrived. TF 
1-63 Armor soldiers hurriedly 
finished off-loading the last of 

the vehicles to arrive and began to pre-
pare for offensive operations.

 The task force commander decided to 
assume risk and prepare to move what 
force he had toward Irbil. The command-
er believed that the mere movement of 
an armored force south toward Irbil and 
Kirkuk would provide coalition forces an 
important psychological advantage. In-
telligence reports indicated that Iraqi forc-
es, dug in north of Kirkuk, did not ex pect 
to encounter American armor moving 
from the north. Even a small armored 
force moving from Bashur might con-
vince the Iraqis to abandon their defens-
es. Likewise, Kurdish Pesh Merga fight-
ers, energized by the presence of armored 
vehicles, could press home their attacks 
against Iraqi positions.

“Early morning 8 April 2003, the 
first M1A1 Abrams tank drove off 
the back ramp of an Air Force C-
17 at Bashur Air Field in Northern 
Iraq. This was the first time an 
M1A1 had air landed in support 
of a combat operation. The task 
force operations officer arrived 
on the ground with the first M1A1 
and began to coordinate the ar-
rival of the rest of the task force.”
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“The task force commander de-
cided to assume risk and pre-
pare to move what force he had 
toward Irbil. The commander 
believed that the mere move-
ment of an armored force south 
toward Irbil and Kirkuk would 
provide coalition forces an im-
portant psychological advan-
tage. Intelligence reports indi-
cated that Iraqi forces, dug in 
north of Kirkuk, did not ex pect 
to encounter American armor 
moving from the north.”

For over a decade, Kurdish fighters strug-
gled against Saddam Hussein’s regime 
with antiquated small arms and home-
made artillery and explosives. The Kurds 
fought valiantly, but they lacked the heavy 
weapons to defeat Iraqi forces dug in and 
supported by artillery. For days, Kurds 
wondered when the tanks would arrive.2

Prior to the arrival of the main body of 
TF 1-63 Armor at Bashur, the task force 
operations officer and the liaison officer 
conducted leader’s reconnaissance of two 
possible routes to Irbil and Kirkuk. The 
liaison officer traveled the direct route 
down Highway 3 to a point just North of 
Irbil. Any forces traveling this route could 
secure the Irbil airfield and if necessary 
skirt the western edge of Irbil and con-
tinue south on Highway 2 toward Kirkuk. 
This route had two advantages: it was 

suitable for armored vehicle traffic, and 
it allowed coalition forces to use the Irbil 
airfield to stage future operations to the 
south.

The disadvantage of the Irbil route was 
that it led right into the teeth of the Iraqi 
defenses north of Kirkuk. Forces moving 
south along this route must travel through 
a wide valley with steep rolling hills. The 
imposing Kani Domlan Ridgeline domi-
nates the southern edge of this valley. 
Iraqi infantry and artillery positioned on 
this key terrain continued to hold this 
ground despite weeks of heavy bombing 
by coalition aircraft and attacks by Pesh 
Merga fighters and U.S. Special Opera-
tions Forces. Forces moving along this 
route would also have to cross the Little 
Zab River at the town of Altun Kupri. 
Local Pesh Merga reported that Iraqi in-

fantry occupying a small stone castle on 
the east side of the river heavily defend-
ed Altun Kupri. Intelligence reports indi-
cated that these troops would strongly 
resist any effort to dislodge them.

The liaison officer and the task force 
operations officer also conducted recon-
naissance on an eastern indirect approach 
route south toward Kirkuk. This route 
winds southeast of Bashur through small 
villages and numerous narrow mountain 
switchbacks to the town of Taqtaq locat-
ed on the Little Zab River. The advan-
tage of this route was that it avoided the 
strength of the Iraqi positions along the 
Kani Domlan Ridge.

Approximately 10 kilometers north of 
Kirkuk, there is a gap in the ridgeline 
where a small tributary of the Little Zab 
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River flows into Kirkuk. The command-
er of the 173d Brigade referred to this gap 
as the “sweet spot.” He believed that if 
the route was trafficable for armored ve-
hicles, he could use the gap in the Kani 
Domlan to envelop the Iraqi positions on 
the ridgeline to the northwest.

The route south from Taqtaq was not 
suitable for armored vehicle traffic, un-
fortunately. Several of the bridges along 
the route were incapable of supporting 
Abrams tanks. Additionally, road condi-
tions deteriorated significantly south of 
Taqtaq. Unimproved mountain roads and 
narrow village streets greatly restricted 
armored vehicle mobility. This route was, 
however, suitable for lighter vehicles and 
was used by the 2d Battalion, 503d In-
fantry (2-503d) during their attack on Kir-
kuk. The success of this operation vali-
dated the 173d brigade commander’s anal-
ysis of Iraqi defenses and his desire to 
exploit key terrain to defeat a potentially 
strong enemy position.

At approximately 0600 hours on 10 
April 2003, TF 1-63 Armor began its 
movement to Irbil. The brigade’s mission 
was to conduct a reconnaissance in force 
in the vicinity of Irbil to demonstrate co-
alition resolve in Northern Iraq.3 The bri-
gade commander learned that Pesh Mer-
ga planned to attack Iraqi forces located 
in Altun Kupri. This accelerated the bri-
gade’s movement timeline. The brigade 
commander assigned 1st Bat talion, 508th 
Infantry (1-508th) the mission to move 
along Highway 3 to Irbil and support the 
Pesh Merga attack on Al tun Kupri. The 
1-508th would also secure tactical as-
sembly area (TAA) Boston located to the 
west of the Irbil Airfield. From TAA Bos-
ton, the 1-508th, if needed, could conduct 
reconnaissance to the west and deter-
mine the location and strength of any 
Iraqi forces moving east from Mosul. 
TF 1-63 Armor’s mission was to follow 

1-508th to Irbil and occupy TAA Bos-
ton. The task force would then prepare 
for future combat op erations.

During the movement to Irbil, the sol-
diers of TF 1-63 Armor experienced a 
mixture of emotions. The tension and war-
iness of moving south toward an enemy 
defending in unknown strength stood in 
sharp contrast to the overwhelmingly 
friend ly and joyous reception that greet-
ed the task force as it moved toward Ir-
bil. Elated Kurds greeted soldiers with 
flowers and embraces as they passed by. 
Large banners with “welcome to the lib-
eration army” greeted the armored troops 
as the long column of vehicles snaked to-
ward the south.

When TF 1-63 Armor reached Irbil, the 
cost of conducting a 50-kilometer road 
march, without any heavy maintenance 
and logistics support, hit home with a 
vengeance. Two of the M1A1s had major 
problems that required considerable time 
to repair. The task force commander faced 
the difficult decision to push on with the 
limited combat power remaining or wait 
for the sustainment package, which was 
scheduled to arrive in the next 24 to 36 
hours. The task force commander decid-
ed to see how the situation developed 
involving 1-508th operation near Altun 
Kupri. He was prepared to support the 
508th with what combat power he had 
available, if necessary. If the 1-508th was 
successful in their mission without ar-
mored support, TF 1-63 Armor could build 
combat power and prepare for follow-on 
operations in Kirkuk.

“TF 1-63 Armor entered Kirkuk 
with the combat power and sus-
tainment needed to con duct sta-
bility operations. The task force 
successfully accomplished the 
strategic objective of providing an 
armor presence in Kirkuk to dem-
onstrate coalition resolve and de-
ter Iraq’s neighbors in the region 
from attempting to gain control of 
the Kirkuk oil fields.”
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Figure 2. Actual Airflow of TF 1-63 Armor
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 The task force commander’s decision 
was difficult, but it paid long-term divi-
dends during initial support and stability 
operations in Kirkuk. The Pesh Merga as-
sault on Altun Kupri was successful and 
led to the ultimate collapse of Iraqi forc-
es defending in and around Kirkuk. The 
1-508th and the 2-503d followed in short 
order and secured the strategically im-
portant Kirkuk oil fields. TF 1-63 Armor 
entered Kirkuk with the combat power 
and sustainment needed to con duct sta-
bility operations. The task force success-
fully accomplished the strategic objec-
tive of providing an armor presence in 
Kirkuk to demonstrate coalition resolve 
and deter Iraq’s neighbors in the region 
from attempting to gain control of the 
Kirkuk oil fields.

Lessons Learned

During the deployment of TF 1-63 Ar-
mor in support of Operation Iraqi Free-
dom, task force leaders learned several 
key lessons for future air deployment of 
armor forces. These lessons learned pri-
marily deal with deployment preparation 
and execution, task organization, and op-
erational employment.

The austere configuration of the IRTF 
does not allow its structure to be reduced 
without severely degrading its capabili-
ties. The task organization contains a lim-
ited amount of combat power, command 
and control assets, and logistics to func-
tion operationally. Any reductions in this 
configuration can cause the IRTF to be 
combat ineffective in a high-intensity con-
flict (HIC) environment.

Due to limited airflow, it took over two 
weeks for the IRTF to deploy to North-
ern Iraq. This piecemeal approach re-
duced the combat effectiveness of the or-
ganization until more assets arrived in 
theater. The IRTF needs to flow as an en-
tire force over a relatively short time. 
This ensures that all command and con-
trol and support assets are in place to 
support the limited combat systems.

If the IRTF is to be deployed for future 
HIC operations, the combat power of the 
organization should be increased to in-
clude two additional heavy platoons — 
one M1A1 platoon and one M2 platoon. 
This would enable the HRC to operate as 
a tank-heavy team with two M1A1 pla-
toons and one M2 platoon, and the MRC 
to operate as a mechanized infantry team 
with two M113 platoons and one M2 pla-
toon. Without this added combat power, 
the capabilities and firepower of the MRC 
are severely limited with only M113s. If 
one task organizes the M2 platoon to sup-
port the MRC, the HRC is left with only 
one tank platoon. These two additional 

���

M2 M113 M113 M1 Scouts Mortars

Figure 3. Actual Task Organization used by TF 1-63 AR

platoons allow the HRC and MRC to op-
erate as true company teams and both 
maintain sufficient combat power to op-
erate in an HIC environment.

When TF 1-63 Armor deployed to Op-
eration Iraqi Freedom, the commander 
task organized to balance the firepower 
and mobility between the HRC and the 
MRC. The task organization in Figure 3 
was in effect for the majority of missions 
in Northern Iraq. Without such a bal-
anced task organization, the two compa-
ny commanders would have been unable 
to resource the troops to tasks assigned.

Once fully deployed, there is great temp-
tation to break apart the IRTF and attach 
its assets to light airborne units, thus 
significantly increasing the firepower of 
each light element. This technique, how-
ever, does not afford the brigade com-
mander the shock effect and combat pow-
er of a heavy task force to react to ar-
mored threats.

Even during support operations and sta-
bility operations, the IRTF was a very ef-
fective resource to project coalition re-
solve and provide overwhelming pres-
ence at trouble spots. The IRTF is best 
used as a separate heavy force capable of 
rapidly reacting to armored or mecha-
nized threats. The task force commander 
often stated “don’t task us for equip-
ment, give me the task and we will ac-
complish the mission.”4

In summary, TF 1-63 Armor’s deploy-
ment to Northern Iraq validated the con-
cept of deploying an armored force by air 
anywhere in the world. The M1A1 Abrams 
and the M2 Bradley are powerful sym-
bols of America’s military power. The 
ability to deploy these systems by air 

provides a tremendous psychological edge 
and credible combat power to light units.

During Operation Iraqi Freedom, TF 1-
63 Armor demonstrated that armor and 
mechanized forces work well with Spe-
cial Operations Forces and light infantry 
units in remote environments. The U.S. 
Army must continue to work with its sis-
ter services to ensure that we develop the 
joint capabilities to transport and sustain 
heavy forces to future battlefields. One 
Special Operations soldier operating 
near the town of Taqtaq put it in plain 
language: “We have done all that we can 
do. We’ve bombed these guys for three 
weeks. We need tanks and heavy infan-
try to drive them off the ridge.” Unthink-
able? Not anymore — checkmate.

Notes
1If a mechanized company is assigned to the HRC mission, 

the commander’s vehicle is an M2.
2One Special Operations soldier working with a group of 

Pesh Merga outside the village of Taqtaq reported that the 
Kurds wanted to know when the Big Red One would arrive.

3Operations Order Brief for Operation Bayonet Deterrence, 
2 April 2003.

4Concerning the integration of heavy and light forces, there 
were occasions where the IRTF placed platoon-sized elements 
under the operational control of the light battalions. The ar-
mored protection and additional firepower provided by the 
heavy unit nearly doubled the capability of the light unit (pla-
toon or company) to which they were attached. 
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“…TF 1-63 Armor’s deployment to 
Northern Iraq validated the concept of 
deploying an armored force by air any-
where in the world. The M1A1 Abrams 
and the M2 Bradley are powerful sym-
bols of America’s military power..”
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